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Introduction and Market Context
Ever since the start of the Arab Spring in 2011, there has been considerable interest in the role that social media plays in the Middle East, and how this enabling technology can act as a tool for discourse and information sharing. Although the role of social media as an agent for cultural and political change in the region is probably overstated, there is no doubt that this remains a vibrant and fast moving environment.
This report captures some of the key regional developments in this arena during 2014. It looks at major platforms and social media behaviours, pulling together insights from a wide variety of research and media. In doing this, it builds on previous annual round-ups for 2012 and 2013, as well as the quarterly market summaries produced by my old team at the Rassed research programme at Qatar's Ministry of Information and Communications Technology (ictQATAR). [Disclaimer, Although the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) is a large and diverse region, many countries enjoy high levels of social media penetration, often at considerably higher levels than the global average.
i This is particularly true in a number of countries where smartphone take-up is often more advanced.
ii Please note that in this report I have deliberately overlooked issues such as ISIS and the role of social media in that dynamic, as this story is well covered elsewhere (and by people much more qualified to do so). However, even without this dimension, there remain plenty of interesting digital developments to cover from the past year. As a result, I hope you will find this annual round-up as interesting and useful as I do.
Damian Radcliffe, January 2015 The same NU-Q study found that Instagram usage is lowest among Egyptians and Tunisians.
 The UAE government launched a unified Instagram account xiii promising behind-the-scenes footage of government work, including "on-the-spot information" from Cabinet meetings.
 A "Richkidsoftehran" Instagram account was shut down in Iran in September, the same month it was created. A counterpart "poorkidsoftehran" was also set up xiv to show an alternative world. YouToo, for example, allows viewers to interact in real time -from the web or their mobile devicewith TV programs using video, pictures, voting and social media.
 A Second Screen influenced TV format from Israel is going global. Rising Star is a talent show with a difference; it separates singers from the studio audience by a video wall. Only when a certain number of viewers have voted -using the show's app -is the wall between performer and audience lifted. xxxviii Efforts were also made by the Turkish Government to block YouTube at this time.
xxxix  Saudi Arabia jailed three lawyers in October for five to eight years and banned them from using social media following tweets that undermined the judiciary, official news agency SPA said.
xl  The country is also considering changes to its Anti-Cybercrime Law, to target social networking sites which promote content at odds with Islamic values, the Saudi Gazette reported. It noted that: "Researcher and consultant of new media uses and Shoura Council member Dr. Fayez al-Shehri told Al-Hayat Arabic daily that there are around 25,000 accounts on Twitter targeting Saudis. There are around 4,500 accounts that promote atheism. Around 15,000-25,000 of such accounts are in Arabic language." Al-Shehri described this as a "cultural war". Deutsche Welle recounted that he was also fined 1 million riyals, akin to c.200,000 euros, for "violating Islamic values and propagating liberal thought." In the same article xliii the sentence was described as "extremely harsh," by Ali H. Alyami, head of the Washington-based Center for Democracy and Human Rights in Saudi Arabia. This week the Guardian reported that the start of this sentence had been carried out. 1. Instagram usage will continue to grow rapidly, fuelled by smartphones and a love of visual communication. In some markets like Lebanon, it will overtake Twitter for the first time.
2. Messaging apps like WhatsApp and Snapchat will also grow rapidly. Their closed nature will appeal to privacy concerns of many users. They already account for 10% of mobile data traffic. Content publishers -from TV networks to News Providers -will need to engage in this space.
5. #HajjSelfie showed how tensions can inevitably arise between modern technology, social media and traditional cultural sensibilities. xlviii We will see more of these examples in 2015, and hopefully there will be opportunities for balanced discussions about how to address these concerns.
Finally, I hope that we will also start to see more truly regional data about social media take-up and behaviours, including emerging -underreported -platforms like WhatsApp and Snapchat. Too often studies purporting to tell regional conclusions only focus on the major markets of Egypt, Saudi Arabia and UAE. Granted, these are key media markets, but variances do exist across other countries, and these need to be taken into consideration if a true picture of social media in MENA is to be provided. 
